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I dedicate this project to my grandmother, Paula Rivers, my first art teacher.
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There, next to a rusty bucket filled with loose bullets, was a rifle within arm’s reach.
In the tone of a parent reminding their child, for the hundredth time, to keep their hands
away from the hot stove, our seventh grade class was immediately instructed not to touch.
We were in a warehouse in a rural-ish area not too far from Disney’s Magic Kingdom. After
entering through the guest entrance, we were ushered up rickety stairs to a balcony made
of rough and rotting plywood. Despite the lack of faith it instilled in us, the platform offered
an unobstructed view of the show.
There was no explanation, no sort of gesture or dimming of the lights to indicate the
start of Act 1. It began like a routine that was only slowed or made awkward at first
because it was being watched1. Men in waterproof rain gear herded cattle in one at a time
and processed them in an assembly line. A wand pressed to the head of each cow
produced a loud popping noise causing it to drop to the floor. It seized violently like a dog
dreaming it was chasing something, but shitting itself the whole time. Once the animal
finally settled, its hooves were clamped to cranes and its bodies suspended above large
industrial waste containers. The head was removed first, hot blood pouring out into pale
blue cans. Then cut in half long ways (hotdog) to remove organs, the skin was peeled off,
and then the halves were halved again short ways (hamburger). Once the
dismemberment of limbs occurred, it began to more closely resemble its grocery store
relative.
Some of us watched in horror and amazement, some stared at the floor or
pretended to be bored by the show, looking for entertainment in the opposite direction.
Adults signaled quietly that it was time to leave, arms extended around our group

1

Satre coined the term “the look” to describe the phenomenon of an alteration in one's actions upon
knowing/suspecting that one is under the gaze of the “other”, becoming objectified. There is certainly irony in
the potential of objectifying the butcher.
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motioning like they might slowly take flight. Curtains of flesh were drawn and opened
indefinitely but for us the show was over. In typical offkey sing-songy unison our class
thanked these men for allowing us to be witnesses, and we were on our way.
Before going on the field trip, we were told to bring at least five dollars with us for
the graded portion of our outing. We proceeded to a nearby Burger King, trading the rough
wood and metal siding of the slaughterhouse for the slick plastic surfaces and smiles of
the fast food chain. Memories of scents and sounds we had just experienced competing
with the current piped-in cooking smells and the muted throb of bland pop music. We were
told we were allowed to buy whatever we wanted with our money, but in order to receive a
satisfactory grade we had to eat a hamburger.
It wasn’t a pop quiz, it had been planned from the beginning. We were told ahead
of time. Despite the foreknowledge of the quiz, several students could not complete their
quiz or regurgitated their quiz in the bathroom. This was cause for disqualification and the
students received an unsatisfactory grade, noting “needs improvement”. Most of the boys
in the class joked about the inherent violence we witnessed and laughed at those who
couldn’t stomach it, relishing the moment as if we had passed some rite of manhood.

7

“The first act of violence that patriarchy demands of males is not violence towards
women. Instead patriarchy demands of all males that they engage in acts of
psychic self-mutilation, that they kill off the emotional parts of themselves. If an
individual is not successful in emotionally crippling himself, he can count on
patriarchal men to enact rituals of power that will assault his self-esteem.”2

*

I remember how you could hear the anger in his footsteps as he sped through the
house doing away with anything in his way. If the low quick thud of angry feet was missed,
you had the secondary signal of whistling, a harmonious emergency broadcast tone. I
would take shelter in my room, silenced Walther PPK in hand, making my way boldly
through chemical laboratories and Russian army bases, killing anyone and everyone that
got in my way. Though I could never see my own feet, I imagined walking with a similar
heavy-footed gait and striking fear into my enemies. Occasionally I would pause my
double life to analyze any yelling, assessing whether a threat was present, sometimes
shutting down altogether. The violent determination of my playable persona, equipped with
all of his devices to get through impossible situations did not translate into the real world.
Another model for masculinity in a virtual world. Hiding in a room in a house, escaping
through a screen. A picture in a picture.

2

bell hooks, The Will to Change, p.66
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Mise En Abyme, french phrase : placement at the escutcheon's center : depiction of the
escutcheon itself within an escutcheon : image within an image : story within a story
Escutcheon, noun : 1. a shield that has a coat of arms on it
2. a flat piece of metal around a keyhole, door handle, or light switch

The literal English translation of the French term, mise en abyme, is “placed into
abyss”.3 The term refers to a western art historical convention that originated in painting, in
which a picture is painted within another picture. This is meant to suggest an infinitely
recurring sequence4, much like the familiar childhood image of the Kool-Aid man being a
pitcher of red liquid but also holding a smaller pitcher of red
liquid5. In Performative Acts and Gender Constitution Judith
Butler says of gender that it is constituted in social
temporality and through acts which gain their meaning
through the repetition of performance until even the actors
come to believe their own performance. So perhaps the
better visual metaphor is of a man operating a puppet that is made in his likeness while
sitting in a chair that is shaped like a hand.
Historically the placement of a picture within the picture suggested a
self-awareness in the painting as it seems to point back at itself. Yet the painting as a
picture does not hold total autonomy. In fact the mise en abyme could also be seen as a
3

While typing “abyss” I incorrectly typed the word and the computer autocorrected to “abuse”. A
techno-freudian slip.
4
Judith Butler says in Performative Acts and Gender Constitution, “The act that one does, the act that one
performs, is, in a sense, an act that has been going on before one arrived on the scene.”
5
It has always bothered me that the second smaller pitcher of red liquid was not also anthropomorphized. I
have corrected this problem with the illustration accompanying this page.
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close neighbor of both pastiche and collage by way of the celebratory self-awareness.
Like pointing to yourself in the mirror as an external source of influence.
The act of doubling or mirroring has been fascinating to me as it even starts with
my name, Victor Manuel Perez III. My biological father’s name is the same as mine, but he
is the second (Jr.) and his father’s name is the same but he is the first (Sr.).6 This tradition,
which spans many cultures, is an overt symbol of a
father’s desire to shape his son in his own image. It
struck me as odd (but not at all odd) that the tradition is
not practiced with daughters. This is further
demonstrated in forms of Christian theology in which
God, who is referred to as father and creator of
humankind and is referred to (often fervently) as “He”.
The always capitalized pronoun suggests the ultimate “He”. The “He” men can look to as a
glorified eternal image of himself.
In alchemy, the desire of immortality manifested in two ways, the search for the
elixir of life and the misogynistic asexual reproduction of a man-made man called a
homunculus. Paracelsus, an alchemist who had a large impact on the field of early
medicine, allegedly created a homunculus in a test tube by filling it with human sperm and
heating it over burning horse dung for a duration that matched normal human gestation.
This drive to create a man without aid of a woman stems from Aristotelian ideas of the
superiority of sperm to female menstrual blood. Aristotle believed that the menstrual blood
6

In Spanish, the title of mister is said as “señor,”a close relative of the English word “senior,” both denoting
an elder status of authority given to men.
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was a component of reproduction but ultimately a passive element in the process
whereas the male sperm was an active role.
Alchemical transformation is often used in the language of painting7 to describe the
transformation of the scatalogical nature of paint into phenomenological gold. The
scatalogical origin is perhaps the largest difference between analog painting8 and digital
painting9 and why digital painting might command less respect because it lacks a
trajectory that starts from something shit-like10. The painting’s origin on the screen is a
space lacking the artist distinction of the studio space. Not a sacred or separate hermitage
from the world, the program window is a thin layer of separation between anything and
everything else. Abutting and at the same time ignorant of the sum of all available human
knowledge. This mode of production in a space lacking distinction runs parallel to the
mode of information intake. But once printed the painting is now detached from its
seemingly infinite potential as a digital object and has become a thing in the world. The
alchemy of this kind of painting is in the seamless dissolving of all layers both digitally and
physically produced into one unified plane. Hallucinogenic hybridization.

7

Painting has its own history of sexism. As recently as 2013 celebrated painter George Baselitz said in an
interview for the German news website Der Spiegel “Women don’t paint very well. It's a fact”.
https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/spiegel-interview-with-german-painter-georg-baselitz-a-879397
.html
8
Analog painting - the “hands-on” parent of painting, bodily enacted application of the aforementioned
scatalogical like pigment substance commonly referred to as paint.
9
Digital painting - the “CRISPR-in-the-womb-but-absent-at-birth” parent of painting, much work is done in
building the digital file creating layers of colorful pixels and vector shapes. These are then sent off to be
printed, a process I currently do not oversee.
10
Institutionally, validation for digital art is being created through the current rise of NFTs which are bolstered
by the very public spectacle of their monetary value. I would venture to say that most NFTs are memorable
more for their recent selling price than the images of which they are composed. But I suppose you could
probably say the same thing about some paintings by Gerhard Richter or Damien Hirst.
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“If painting embraces its loss of distinction to the program, and becomes even more
committed in this affair, it might discover ways of making itself as smart and
effective as any other contemporary device.”11
In my paintings the digital component of the painting is only half conceived of on
the screen and must be born through printing, but this translation has its limitations. The
printed painting is often a failed manifestation of the digital immaculate, illustrating the
physical impossibility in an embedded illusion of a virtual space. The virtual can never be
actual much like the dead cannot return to the living. But in the painting the dead and
living cohabitate, imitating each other with the goal of a mirrored relation. Carrying on the
will of its counterpart on its designated side of the thin printed veil. “... it may be that art’s
job is no longer to produce more surprising images, but to make itself a means of locating
today’s corpse within the redundancy (or ecstasy) of communication.”12 But what do we do
with the corpse after it has been located? Is it too to be cut into convenient pieces and
sold? Or do we technologically animate our exquisite corpse.
Creating in Photoshop, a program that is metonymic with moving images away
from the real, suggests a detachment from the indexicality associated with photography.
Its relationship to an altered reality is present in the tools themselves which emulate
physical tools once used to do work manually. An image never captured and brought in
but born of Photoshop no longer contains possibility for a foundation in an indexical
reality. John Kelsey refers to Albert Oehlen’s use of collage as an uncertain foundation, “Is
it a structural base giving rise to towers of paint, or a false bottom, ensuring that the
11
12

John Kelsey, “Collage and Program”, p. 61
ibid 11, p. 62
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painting will always already be confused with and undermined by something else, never
totally itself?”13 This brings up the readymade.
Most, if not all, aspects of masculinity are social readymades one chooses to
assume. Counter to any idea of fixed gender expression, Buttler states that gender is
constructed of a style produced by history saying: “...one might try to reconceive the
gendered body as the legacy of sedimented acts rather than predetermined or foreclosed
structure, essence or fact, whether natural, cultural, or linguistic.”14 The propagation of
problematic aspects of masculinity is the result of assuming there is a singular masculine
ideal or that there is no choice. Yet in an existence partially played out through inherently
disembodied digital worlds, an extension of individuation is created that is fluid by way of
our chosen personas. This malleability in digital spaces calls into question the rigidity of
that in the ‘real’.
Within the paintings, the bounds of the readymade extend to the edge of the
canvas through the computer program in which these are made.15 The printed element is
capable of reproduction as needed and the tools of Photoshop replicate the actual. The
color palette and brushes are all predetermined by the limitations of the readymade
program in its digital form and further by its actualization through the limitations of printing.
But even physical paint has its limitations as Amy Sillman notes of her own palette in her
essay On Color “…what I think of as ‘my’ palette is in fact a readymade, informed by the

13

ibid 11, p. 55
Judith Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution, p. 904
15
This can be brought back to expressions of masculinity which are also readymades without easily
discernible boundaries
14
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manufacturing choices made by a paint company.”16 As much as I’d love to say that the
difference between the image made on the screen and the image made in the studio is
simply just the backlit glow, this is further complicated by the role of color, both printed
color and the pigments in the paints.
Sometimes the print is bad. The colors come out wrong or not as rich as I'd hoped
for and this then becomes a thing to react to, either for or against its offering. Here lies an
interesting parallel for the evaluation of masculinity, examining aspects and assessing
whether adaptation, reworking, or deletion is necessary. The face that painting is enacted
upon domestic spaces and male bodies furthers the poetic charge of this act. Take for
example the two Goya Boyz paintings, the figures in which are modeled after Francisco
Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Own Son. The painting's narrative is meant to suggest that
Saturn’s son was not destroyed but instead internalizes the trauma of the violence
experienced at childhood. Often in my paintings what is printed serves as the stage for
events to unfold by way of analog painting and this painting is no exception. Though in
Goya Boyz: Saturn’s Son the male body is a site of internalized violence that must be
overcome, not by way of physical force but by way of improved self-conception. This is
illustrated by the painted glowing arm emerging from the figure holding a mirror. In the
sequel painting Goya Boyz: Regenerator, the same figure (replicated through printing) has
begun the process of healing, indicated through the regeneration of the toe and foot that
had been devoured in the previous iteration. In both paintings the masculine male body is
symbolically addressed; their sequentiality creates a narrative progression beyond what is
16

Amy Sillman: On Color, Painting Beyond Itself: the Medium in the Post-Medium Condition Sternberg
Press, 2016, p. 116
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possible in just a single image and suggests further steps needed in this journey of
recovery.
By nature of its hybrid facture and because of its relationship to collage the
paintings constantly point to things and locations outside of themselves. Touchless to
hamfisted mark-making techniques exist on the same plane. The image inherits meanings
through the plurality of its facture. The digitally painted mark against the physically painted
mark meet in the sky above a sort of uncanny valley, holding each up like cartoon
characters who have run off a cliff but do not submit to gravity because they are unaware
of their circumstance. A wax figure pressed against living flesh in a passionate embrace 17.
These new lovers are taking up residence on Main Street U.S.A18.
This brings to mind Henri Bergson’s celebrated notion of laughter stemming from
the spectacle of “something mechanical, encrusted upon the living.” (Bergson, Laughter)
But perhaps in this context the mechanical and the living are encrusted upon each other
or as Amy Sillman notes, “In the digital age, this relationship also goes the other way
around: the living weight of the body is encrusted like a barnacle upon the perfection of
the algorithm.”19

*

17

I remember early forms of masturbation always involving objects manipulated into orifices. Rolled up
pillows, the crevasse between couch cushions, a mound of sheets. I’m sure that before the existence of
consumer domestic goods, the newly pubescent of yore probably humped interesting rocks and soft rotting
wood.
18
This is the theme-land entry way at every Disney theme park. Modeled after small towns of early 20th
century America. It is filled with “shoppes” that present visitors with a fantasy business through their
commitment to a theme in every detail but still operate as a real business.
19
Amy Sillman, Faux Pas, p. 149
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The relationship to the body is complicated by aspects of materiality and
immateriality within my paintings. Distance is created in the touchless aspects of their
making, when mediated through the screen or in the space between the surface and the
airbrush as it propels pigment through pressurized air. The printed gesture becomes an
index of the movement of the stylus across the tablet. Taped edges intermingle with the
clumsy hand. Everything exists right on the surface of the painting cartoonishly
compressed into the space.
This distance from the body present in the work is echoed in its depictions such as
in Deep Feelings, where an internalized reaction to something witnessed is presented like
a “nesting doll.” in which smaller and smaller figures nest inside one anotherhe two
different responses play out on male figures who are nested into the forehead of the
large, central figure, like a third eye. These embedded figures become illustrations of the
main subject's thoughts by way of its location inside of the subject's head.
Slapstick humor and horror run parallel, along an edge of violence. Like seeing a
person of indeterminable age slip and comically fall. We can’t yet determine whether to
laugh or cringe. Cartoon-ish caricature teeters on the edge of dysmorphia. The comedy
falters into the real. Imagine if David Cronenburg took over the direction of Who Framed
Roger Rabbit? half way through the film. The pop-colored cartoon eyes bulging out of
Christopher Lloyd’s head at the end of the movie giving way to snake-like vein-covered
tendrils.

16

In “Pontormo’s Rainbow” Dave Hickey says children want to see representations of
lawn-mowered cats in cartoons as a way of acknowledging and alleviating anxiety
simultaneously. Hickey is talking about the anxiety of children who have been given the
responsibility of caring for the family pet. But this rings true for trepidation-filled new
parents too, “since all of our laughter was promised on our new and terrible knowledge
that the creatures given into our care dwelt in the perpetual shadows of silent suffering
and extinction.”20 To have dwelt in such a shadow and to now cast a shadow of my own
brings about further complexity to the feelings Hickey suggests.

*

The neighborhood was a ghost town. It was military housing, uniform buildings that
had been abandoned by its occupants for new houses built elsewhere. Now apocalyptic in
its emptiness. Duplex townhouses lit by moonlight and headlights. Street signs were torn
down or run over until they were no longer legible. Every street practiced a sameness that
you could get lost in unless you could recognize a bit of vandalism that demarcated space.
Doors to homes already kicked in. We’d lurk around outside, sitting on car hoods, smoking
cigarettes. Once finding the studs by punching holes through walls became boring, we
kept trying to figure out interesting ways to cause damage.
We hated our homes but wouldn't dare put our fist through a wall our parents had
painted. These homes, conjoined and abandoned, were our surrogates, structures to
destroy slowly in effigy. We were terrified by the possibility of encountering another who
20

Dave Hickey, Air Guitar, p. 48
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had come to this same place to wreak destruction on their terms. We were equipped to
pummel an effigy with our fist, but an effigy doesn't punch back. The quiet of the evening
was punctuated by breaking glass and laughter. The engine blast of a pick up truck would
make hearts stop. With cringing necks and widened eyes we would watch it fly through the
intersection, petrified of becoming prey to a larger predator in our derelict playground of
suburban abjection. Our form of play was violently dismantling the imposing uniformity of
surbanity… or at least breaking shit.
Suburban ideals essentialize experience into a demand for conformity. It is an
ill-fitting shoe you are forced to wear, molding you into an abstraction. A violence of
platonic forms practiced in polities of white picket fences and H.O.A.s. Above this
suburban practice today’s platonic forms are dictated by the strategies of advertising.
Vector shapes filled with gradients, infinitely scalable to meet globalization’s penetration of
public-private spaces of all sizes. Imagine the number of models used in advertising,
people you have only ever seen in a photograph. They are practically unreal to you.
Phillip Guston described Rembrandt’s portraits as having removed the plane of art.
The completed image “...is not a painting, but a real person–a substitute, a golem.”21
Rembrandt’s mastery of medium and draftsmanship serve as an example of an alchemical
transformation in painting that expands beyond mere representation, prevailing upon the
viewer that the image is alive. Perhaps the mass proliferation of photographs of unknown
people acts like the antithesis to this, reducing the likeness of the individual into an object
by way of attaching that likeness to commerce.
J.G. Ballard illustrates these ideas in The Overloaded Man, in which the main
character, Faulkner, mentally abstracts his surroundings into mere form and color. This
21

Guston: Collected Writings, Lectures, and Conversations, p. 54
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process peaks in violence when he attempts to smooth out the harsh shapes of his wife.
As Faulkner kills her with his bare hands, he is totally detached from the gravity of his
actions because she has become a shape to him, just like anything else. This is referred
to as “the death of affect”, or the loss of capacity for emotive response resulting from the
overstimulation of modern life, and is a frequent motif in Ballard’s stories.22
Caricaturization of the suburban domestic experience “comes nearer to ‘truth’ than
does reality”23 like Peter Saul’s carnival-of-horror-like depictions of American politics or
George Grosz satirical drawings of 1920s Berlin. The distortions of caricature become
another mode of essentialism, different from the reductive kind that attempts to reveal the
ideal. This form of reductive essentialism is still playing a 2000+ year old game of platonic
forms. Where historically painters built up from ideal forms in celebration, analog painting
in relation to the “perfect” digital proceeds as a fouling of form and is as Mike Kelley states
“a caricature of the very notion of perfection.”24
Looking plays two roles in the work. One role is the aforementioned lack of
immediate discernment between print and paint perceived by the viewer. This difficulty is
present during in-person viewing — once the painting is viewed as a jpeg, making this
distinction is nearly impossible. Thus taking into account that the viewership of artwork
today is conducted mostly through the artifact of its image.25
The second role of looking in the work is how it is depicted in the work. Figures are
engaged in looking at their reflections and projected cognitive distortions. Where these
22

Keep, Christopher, Tim McLaughlin, and Robin Parmar. 1993-2000. JG Ballard.
http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/elab/hfl0093.html.
23
Mike Kelley, Foul Perfection: Notes on Caricature, p. 104
24
ibid. 23, p. 107
25
It is ironic that in the practice of photographing paintings for accurate representation of their image every
step is taken to eliminate the effects of their materiality. The presence of any glare in a photograph of a
painting that occurs from glossy or metallic material is a reminder of the staged light used in its
documentation and therefore a reminder of the separation of the viewer from the actual painting as a
phenomenological experience. The photograph of the painting is just a presentation of information.
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figures look lead us through the painting. Looking is often animated, eyes verge on
cartoonish in their bulging appearance with beams of light sometimes projecting from
them but often there is an air of dissociation in the faces of these figures. I am told this is a
trauma response.

*

I myself am now a father. This experience has exploded like a bomb in my psyche,
not from hostile external efforts but from an inner need to free up a path through a
man-made mountain. Above this mountain a sign was placed that reads “Our perfect son,
of whom we are so proud.” but under its surface is a landfill of improperly recycled waste,
knotted together and strangely familiar. Its excavation is slowly underway in an effort to
provide safe passage, to put an end to the hand-me-down trauma of toxic masculinity.

20
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